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The subject of composition may seem alittle daunting because of all the "rules’ you may have
heard. Not to worry! The rules were not brought down from Mount Sinai, and almost every one
can be broken if you have areason for doing so. It's better to think of them as being guidelines,
especialy if you are just starting out in photography. And for everyone else, when you're not
quite sure what arrangement will make the picture look best, you wont make a mistake if you
shoot according to these principles.

The goal of composition isto direct the viewer's eye, kegping it interested and moving
around the frame and not out of it. There's an equally important goal: The composition of your
photograph should support the idea you had in mind when you decided to take the picture.

One of your first decisions in taking a picture is whether it should be horizontal or
vertical. A vertical format emphasizes verticals, so usually vertical subjects belongin avertical
frame and horizontal onesin a horizontal frame. Verticals are also good for portraits. A
horizontal orientation emphasi zes the wide expanse of the scene, while a vertical treatment
emphasizes depth because the eye has farther totravel. But the orientation of the frame also
controls the mood the photo conveys. Vertical treatments have strength, power, and dignity;
horizontal ones are more passive and serene.

An important key to good compositionis simplification — including only the essentials,
so that everything in the frame supports the main idea. Painters have it easy-- they start with a
blank canvas and paint in whatever they want to add. Photographers, though, have to decide
what to leave out, which means changing your position and/or thefocal length of your lens so
you show just the important subjects, not things that will distract. Generaly, the ssmple,
straight-to-the-point image is what you should aim for. However, theremay be times when you
feel showing the subject in its environment tells the story better. And sometimes utter confusion
isjust what you want to convey. Simplification, asimportant asit is for making pictures that
have impact, is one of the many rules you can break if you have a good reason for doing so.

The center of interest isthe focal point— the single, main element you want your
viewersto look at. Y ou may havebeen criticized if your picture didn't have a center of interest
or if you had more than one center of interest. But do you dways need one? Not necessarily if
the picture is amood shot, a pattern shot, or a landscape that acts as one subject. And what
about having more than one center of interest? With two subjects of equal importance, the
viewer doesn't know what you want him to look at, and his eye bounces back and forth between
them. Of course, there's no problem where one subject is clearly the main element and the other
is secondary. But if you have more than one subject of equal importance, you can unify them by
having them touch or overlap or even look at each other. And having two equally important
subjects does work when you want to emphasize their similarity or dissimilarity.

Y ou want the viewe to look at what you regard as the important subjed, so your job in
composing isto direct his eyethere. No matter what elseisin the scene, the eye isirresistibly
drawn to the brightest, lightest area, so be sure there are no distracting bright areas of sunlight or
scraps of paper to distract your viewer. All other things being equal, the viewea's eye will go to
an area of high contrast. Viewers are attracted by the largest element in the picture, but even a
small subject will dominate if it's different from its surroundings, whether it’s shape, color,
brightness, or the direction it'sfacing. Something that's isolated from everything else will



dominate. So will the subject that's in sharpest focus. And certain colors draw our attention:
warm reds, yellows, and oranges leap out of a badkground of cool blues and greens. And
interestingly, our human eyes will immediately go to something human, no matter how
insignificant it isin the frame.

The eye is drawn to anythingwhose placement makes it stand out. "Thou shalt not
center the subject.” Y ou've probably heard that a thousand times. Actualy, the center isthe
strongest, most compelling place to put the subject. But it's static. The eye locaesit quickly and
becomes bored and starts to wander. But there are several types of subjects that work well when
they'recentered. For example, if it's adngle subject tha fills the frame; if the subject is
symmetrical, especidly if it's circular; if it’s surrounded by radial lines; if it's in the middle of
two diagonals making an X or V. If it's surrounded by lines and shapes that lend a feeling of
motion, a centered subject doesn't look static. Head shots can be successfully centered,
especialy if the eyes are looking at you. But placing the subject off center almost always makes
amore powerful and pleasing picure than centering it.

You want to avoid slicing a picturein haf, e ther horizontdly, vertically, or diagondly,
because this has the effect of creating two competing pictures. But splitting the picure in half
seems to work well when the dominant shapes are symmetrical, such as amirror image.

Y ou’ ve undoubtedy heard of the famous“ Rule of Thirds,” which has been around
since daVvinci wrote about it in the 1500s. It's an dmost infallible guide to placing subjects
within the frame. The rule saysinstead of placing the subject in the center, compose so the main
subject is at one of the points of intersection of an imaginary tic-tac-toe grid. Or, if it savertica
or horizontal subject, place the subject so it lies on one of the lines.

Placing the horizon is something we often must consider. It can go almost any place
except across the center, which not only chops the picture in two, but it leads the eye right out of
the frame. When indoubt, put the horizon one-third the way from the top or bottom.

Lines are an important aspect of composition. One function of linesisto set the mood.
Horizontal lines, like the horizontal frame, are tranquil and visually most comfortable. Vertical
lines lend a greater sense of movement than horizontal lines; they also convey dignity, strength,
and power. A diagonal lineiseven more dynamic—these are the lines that can really invigorate a
picture. Curved lines are sensuous and lovely; and they have delicacy and grace as well as
movement.

Another function of alineisto direct the viewer's attention. And if it leads the eyeto the
center of interest, it's called a“leading line.” 1t can be an actual line, like aroad, fence, river, or
bed of flowers. But aleading line doesn't have to be a physical line--it can be implied by the
direction of a person's gaze. Ideally, lines should draw the viewer’ s attention first to the center
of interest and then lead the eye around the frame, takingin other elements, and then back to the
center of interest.

One of the off-quoted rules of composition saysthat people and things should faceinto
the frame, meaning that the subject should be at one side, looking toward the center. If it's
centered or close to the edge, he' s looking out of the frame. You' [l want to leave space in the
direction a subject islooking or pointing instead of acowding him aganst the frame. Y ou also
need to leave space in the direction it is moving. Compose so your subject moves into the frame,
not out of it—unless you really want it to—don't be afrad to break the "rule" if it supports your
intent.

Another time you don't want to crowd a subject to the edges of the frame is when you're
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shooting a full-length picture of a person or animal. Leaving space at the top and the bottom will
give the viewer' s eye room to move around the subject. Visually, it's almost as uncomfortable to
leave an excessive amount of spaceabove a person's head. When in doubt about where to
position a head in a portrait, try keeping the eyes in the upper third of the frame.

There are places on the human body where you should not crop. If you crop a ajoint, it
looks like he's been amputated. So becareful not to cut him off at the ankles, knee, waist, wrist,
elbow. . . . And don't amputate the ears of an animal or clip off the tips of flower petas. If you're
going to crop, crop a substantial amount so it doesn't look like a mistake.

Foreground/background problems. All too often, people make photographs that are
dominated by dead space--areas wherethere's nothing of interest to look at and which do
nothing to enhance the picture. It's best to avoid an extens ve, blank foreground or alarge
amount of blank sky. Even worse isto include an expanse of dismal gray sky.

If you don't check the viewfinder carefully, there's always a danger that something in the
background will look like it's attached to your subject. These "fal se attachments" often happen
because we compose the picture with the aperture wide open, when things in the background are
blurred and unobtrusive. More likdy, though, we get these fd se attachments because we just
didn't take time to look. (On the other hand, these pictures are often humorous, and you might
want to do it deliberately.) Watch out for subjects that merge with each other because of the
similarity of their col or or tonality. Y ou want to be sure each subject is distinct and doesn't
blend with somethingin front or behind it.

Arrangements that work. Compositions work well if the arrangement creates certain
lines or geometric patterns— like the sensuous and extremely beautiful “S’ curve. If you don't
find the double curves of an “S,” shoot the single curve of the“C,” or go to a complete cirde—
the “ O”"—to lead the eye around and around to the point of interest. The triangleformation is
extremely effective, espedally for groups of people. The"V" shape isatriangle, which also
makes for a great composition. Look for “L” shapes or make arrangements that fall into an "L"or
backward "L." Squares make good compositions, even though they are relatively static.

Another ailmost-never-fail compositional device isto include things that echo each other
in either shape or color. Such repetition creates a unifying effect. In addition, framing the
subject with another object captures the viewer's eyeand draws it through to the more distant
subject.

Balance is always something to consider when composing a photograph. There are two
types of balance: symmetrical (dso called formal balance) and asymmetrical (informal balance).
Symmetrical balancputs the man subject in the center and arranges d ements of equal size
evenly around it. Asymmetrical balanceistributes the elementsin aless rigid manner,
according to their visual weights. If all the elements that attract the eye are on one side of the
photograph, the image seems asif it’s about to tip over. It won't if you balance with a secondary
element on the other side. Y ou'd certainly want to use symmetrical balance when the point of
the picture is to emphasize symmetry, but asymmetrically balanced pictures seem to be more
powerful and generally more pleasing.

The more experienced you are, the more you'll be able to compose your photographs by
your gut feeling of what works and what doesnt, not by what's "right" or "wrong."



